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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our  authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their  specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional  content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and  become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like  yourself.
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with  people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in  their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their  lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting  a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you  need to help make your aspirations a reality.
 
         
             

         
 
         You can go direct to www.eat-well-spend-less.co.uk which is part of  the main How To site.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical  information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To  Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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 for busy cooks who want
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            To my wonderful sons, Orri and Tamlin

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         This book combines healthy eating ideas with budget tips for the  savvy shopper. You can lead a healthy lifestyle and save money.  Our grandparents’ generation were remarkably fit during the  Second World War, even though they were subject to the most  stringent food rationing, so if they can do it with those restrictions,  we can do it with our unlimited resources.
         
 
         Although I am a nutritionist, I have tried to create recipes that  will appeal to all tastes and ages. You will find plenty of family  favourites, but you may notice I have tweaked some of them very  subtly in order to make them slightly healthier. If your diet has so  far consisted of more processed food than fresh home-cooked,  these small steps will make a massive difference. By following the  recipes and using fresh ingredients, you will reduce your salt  intake and be on the way towards a healthier life. Depending on  your previous lifestyle, you may even find some of the recipes will  help you lose weight. There are tips and ideas to help you lead a  healthier lifestyle in the following chapters: ‘We Are What We  Eat’, ‘Tips for a Healthier You’ and ‘Cooking Tricks for Health’.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A word about alcohol  
 You may notice that some recipes in this book include wine. If you  are worried about giving this to children, don’t be as the alcohol  does burn off during cooking, leaving only the flavour. If you are  still concerned, you can either omit the wine or opt for alcohol-free  wines which are great if you like the flavour but want to avoid  any alcohol.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The cost of recipes 
 Food prices are changing all the time. Since writing this book you  may find that some prices have changed but, even so, the price of  each recipe will give you a good idea of how much you are likely  to spend. Here is a breakdown on how I have priced the recipes. 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Price of the recipe 
 This is the price of the ingredients only – it does not include the cost of cooking, as that would depend on the individual’s cooking equipment. The ingredients costs are calculated on the actual cost of what is used, not the cost of the whole packet you may have to buy. For example, if 1kg of Sainsbury’s Basic long-grain rice costs 73p and the recipe needs 200g, the actual cost of the rice is rounded up to 15p.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Herbs, spices and dollops of olive oil 
 I grow my own herbs so I have a large amount of fresh herbs in my garden, particularly throughout the summer months. I use frozen herbs (some I do myself, others I buy). I also use dried herbs and spices which I buy in 500g or 1kg bags. To break down the cost of 1 teaspoon of herbs or spice is going to be very difficult, so as these are everyday items, I have not included them in the costs. Currently you can buy spices for as little as 50p per 20g from supermarkets or from suppliers such as Essential Trading in Bristol (www.essential-trading.co.uk), and www.redmoors.net from as little as £2 a kilo, so you can imagine how difficult it would be to price half a teaspoon! The same problem arises when trying to price a dollop of olive oil, therefore this is not included.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Fresh fruit and vegetables 
 I prefer to buy my fruit and vegetables locally from farmers’ markets, allotment swaps and organic box schemes; however, for ease of pricing, I have compared the prices of the three leading supermarkets, Asda, Sainsbury’s and Tesco, and found the best price of each single item – for example, 2 bulbs of garlic for 39p. You get roughly 8 cloves per bulb, so I have estimated that a clove of garlic costs 3p. Applying the same principle for other vegetables, an onion would cost 10p, a tomato 20p, a red pepper 50p and so on.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Optional and cheat ingredients 
 I have not included the price of the optional ingredients as they are what they are – optional! Using cheat ingredients, such as a ready-made jar of pasta sauce in your bolognese instead of making your own, are an option. Obviously this will push the price of the meal up. If, however, the cheat ingredient is part of the recipe (such as using ready-made puff pastry), then this will be included in the price.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            We Are What We Eat

         
 
         
Cooking healthy meals doesn’t have to be stressful 
         
 
         We have been led to believe that healthy food is the weird stuff  you find in health food shops, but actually healthy food is plain  traditional food. Over the past 30–40 years, we have to a great  extent lost the ability or desire to cook meals from scratch.  Together with our lack of exercise this adds up to an unhealthy  lifestyle. As with most things in life, there is a scale of what is  considered healthy and unhealthy. You choose where you want to  be on that scale. Ready meals are moderately better for us than a  fast-food diet, but a home-cooked meal is far better than either of  them. So, if you simply eat the same food but cook it yourself, you  will dramatically improve your diet. Add a few tweaks to  traditional recipes and, without really trying, you are even further  up the scale towards good health.
 
         
Why should we eat a healthy diet?
         
 
         Hippocrates said, ‘Let the food be thy medicine,’ but how many  of us follow this principle? Would you feed your dog on a diet of  burgers and chips with a bowl of cola for refreshment? If you did,  would you be surprised to find the dog gets sick? Would you purée  a Big Mac and fries and serve it to your six-month-old baby?  Perhaps you think this sounds ridiculous, but how many of us feed  ourselves with poor-quality food? You can make the excuse that  you are too busy, too stressed, can’t afford a better diet, but I  assure you, every excuse can be quashed. You owe it to your  family to ensure they have the best possible start in life – and what  better start than following a diet and lifestyle that provides strong  building blocks and foundations for a healthy life? 
         
 
         
The big excuse …  
         
 
         I may be a nutritionist but I was brought up on a typical 1970s diet. Spaghetti bolognese was considered adventurous; I devoured crisps, chocolate and biscuits as fast as the next child. I am still a chocoholic. If I get stressed, I crave comfort food; if I am pumped up with adrenaline, I forget to eat. I am human. What I try to do is ensure that 90% of my diet is good. That is the best we can do in our world. What really interests me is helping real people make small but meaningful changes in order to lead a healthier and hopefully longer life.
 
         Below are some of the most common excuses for not preparing and cooking our food from scratch.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I don’t have time to cook’ You know the story: home from work, tough day and the last thing you feel like doing is putting together a meal. It is easier to call for a takeaway or search in the freezer for a frozen something. Yet you could make a fresh pasta dish from start to finish in less than ten minutes, including preparation. You could, if you follow this book, have something already cooking in the slow cooker as you walk through the door. Alternatively, by following these ideas, you could have a home-made meal in the fridge or freezer ready to heat up. The secret to making life easy for yourself is preparation.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I can’t cook’ Everyone can cook. If you can read, you can follow a recipe. The secret to cooking is not to get too stressed. Enjoy the experience and make the dishes your own. So what if you burn something! Next time you will remember not to have the hob on so high. You learn by trial and error and, somewhere along the way, you will find yourself making up your own recipes or even cooking without weighing the ingredients. Get your children involved at an early age; they will enjoy the experience and you will pass on to them a skill that will benefit them for the rest of their lives.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Healthy food is too expensive’ Each of my recipes gives the price of the ingredients, alongside the price per portion. You will be pleasantly surprised; you can cook a nutritious and filling soup for four people for less than £1 – that’s less than 25p per person. Healthy cooking is about giving your family pure, honest food that has not been altered, zapped, bashed, bruised and mutilated by a machine or food manufacturer. It is how our ancestors ate; it is how we are supposed to eat.
         
 
         
Small steps build up to success 
         
 
         Opting for healthier choices does not have to mean starting with huge steps. Go at the pace that suits you and makes you feel good. If you love white bread, try white with wholegrains added, or even start to make your own bread. Home-made white bread is better than processed white bread – but it is still white bread. If you love chips, why not try some home-made potato wedges; or, for real chip addicts, opt for a chip fryer that uses very little oil, such as the Tefal ActiFry.
 
         
The real cost of a poor diet 
         
 
         We don’t need to be told that convenience food is bad for us – we all know that, deep down. What we do need is quick, easy and ultimately healthy advice, lifestyle tips and recipes to help us lead the fit, active lives we want to lead.
 
         Childhood obesity, heart disease, diabetes and even cancer can all be attributed to poor diets. We are living in a society with rising numbers of children who are obese yet malnourished. Convenience foods tend to be loaded with salt, sugar and a cocktail of chemicals; at the same time they are devoid of essential nutrients. Children are sent to school after eating sugar-loaded breakfast cereals that are so lacking in essential nutrients, the manufacturers have to add nutrients in order to con us into thinking we are giving our children a nourishing start to the day. We then give them another sugar and salt high in their packed lunches: crisps, sugar-rich bars masquerading as healthy snacks, processed bread sandwich, with equally processed fillings. To help us feel like good parents, we may throw in an apple or a banana (which ends up rolling around the lunchbox for a few days until it is too bashed and bruised to be edible, before it eventually gets thrown away). As soon as they are back from school they have more sugary or salty snacks, before plonking themselves in front of various screens for the rest of the evening. Is it any wonder the statistics are now showing that parents will outlive their children?
         
 
         The onus is very much on the family to make changes towards healthier lifestyles, but I also believe the Government should make more of an effort to change things. They could begin by tackling the food manufacturers.
 
         I would estimate that the combined costs to the NHS of obesity, heart disease, diabetes and all the other illnesses associated with poor diets and lifestyle are probably higher than the cost of smoking-related illnesses. If food manufacturers had to place health warnings on particularly nasty junk foods, and manufacturers were not allowed to advertise them (don’t get me started on junk food advertising aimed at children!), it would be a great start to the campaign for healthy eating. Instead we have the reverse: the foods that are worst for our health are the most advertised and promoted. Think about the big fast-food outlets, the confectionery companies, manufacturers of crisps, fizzy drinks, ready-made meals – then compare the marketing of these products to the marketing of fresh fruit and vegetables, healthy snacks, real food. Is it any wonder that our children recognise the golden arches of McDonald’s, but will struggle to name most fruit and vegetables?
         
 
         
Are we getting our five a day? 
         
 
         The Government has spent millions trying to promote healthy eating. The Campaign4life (costing £75 million to launch), which includes advice on how to encourage children to eat five portions of fruit or vegetables a day, is slowly getting its message across to supermarkets and food manufacturers, but as ever the messages are being distorted. Amid the confusion of what actually constitutes five portions a day, we also have food manufacturers producing sugary, man-made products and claiming that they can be included as part of your five a day. Is it any wonder we are all confused?
 
         A survey by Tropicana fruit juices in the summer of 2009 reported that over 66% of UK respondents understood the importance of eating their five a day. However, on closer inspection, over 60% were failing to meet the target. Some were including chips (potatoes do not count as part of your five a day), orange squash and, bizarrely, even herbs. Vegetables are often neglected in favour of fruit, so the balanced five-a-day message is falling far short of its target. According to the book Statistics on Obesity, Physical Activity and Diet, published by the NHS Information Centre in February 2009, only 19% of boys and 22% of girls eat five portions of fruit and vegetables daily. So, it appears we are listening to the message but making our own assumptions about how to execute it. Inadequate cooking techniques, too much reliance on processed foods, and an inability to decide what really does count as a portion are to blame. One teacher I worked with believed that five a day is the maximum amount of fruit and vegetables you should have – in fact, it is the minimum.
         
 
         
Teach your children well
         
 
         I have spent time working with primary age children, helping them understand more about food and healthy eating. For the majority of children, eating fresh fruit and vegetables is an alien concept – bananas, apples and oranges are really the only fruit they seem to recognise and eat on a regular basis. Getting children to touch, taste and feel different foods is the first step to healthy eating. Over 90% of the children I have worked with love new foods once they have tried them.
 
         Children’s tastes develop according to what you feed them at a young age. I have seen mums turn their noses up at the food they are trying to push into their toddlers’ mouths – is it any wonder the child rejects it? Children respond well to education, and if you can teach them about healthy food and make it fun, entertaining and lecture free, you will get the message across. Children are easy – it is the parents who are hard work!
 
         
Follow in our grandparents’ footsteps 
         
 
         I have just read Sucking Eggs by Patricia Nicol. It is a fantastic insight into how our grandparents coped during the Second World War. ‘Reduce, reuse and recycle’ was part of their everyday lives. They had to survive on meagre food rations but were educated and supported by the Government, headed by minister of food Lord Woolton. Children responded well to the cartoon images of Dr Carrot and Potato Pete; housewives were taught which foods offered energy, essential vitamins and minerals to their families. Throughout this terrible time, the nation managed to stay in the peak of health.
         
 
         Yet they did nothing fancy. They cooked pure, honest food, using very few ingredients. They grew what they could, shopped daily for fresh food and lived by the seasons. The average number of calories consumed per day by each person during the 1940s and 1950s was actually greater then we consume today, and yet people were thinner. Obesity was unheard of and diabetes, cancer and heart disease rates were a fraction of what they are today. Can we put this all down to diet? Actually, I believe we can put it down to lifestyle and diet. We are less active now; we eat less wholefood (as in pure, unadulterated food); we use more chemicals on our foods, in our foods and in our homes. Physical exercise and home economics classes have declined dramatically in our schools, particularly secondary schools. Fingers and thumbs get the most exercise, battering away on keyboards or games consoles.
         
 
         
Why can home-made food help? 
         
 
         It is only in the past 20–30 years that we have become reliant on processed foods. I was born in 1970. I only ever ate home-made food. The nearest we got to processed was a beefburger or, as a special treat, maybe fish and chips from the chip van that visited our village once a week. I remember having Angel Delight and thinking it was a really special treat. Sundays were spent cooking our Sunday roast while preparing and baking a host of food for the following week. Cakes, pies, biscuits were all baked to fill our lunch-boxes. Shop-bought biscuits were a special treat and we were only allowed two. I remember being told, ‘You are only allowed one chocolate and the other plain.’ To this day, I still follow that rule!
 
         Good health is not about calorie counting, it is about providing a balanced, nutrient-rich diet. Nature has provided us with this in the shape of pure, wholesome food; all you have to do is prepare it. It doesn’t matter if you use a little sugar, fat or even a touch of salt in home-cooked food. By comparison, processed food is oozing with salt, sugar, colourings, flavourings and a wealth of other chemicals. It’s a no-brainer really.
         
 
         
Saving time or killing your time?
         
 
         I am constantly shocked by the vast array of products available under the guise of ‘saving time’ or ‘easy cook’: fruit and vegetables cut into slices and bagged (how long does it take to cut an apple – in fact, why do we need to cut an apple – bite it!); porridge sachets, quick and easy, two minutes in a microwave (I can make porridge in two minutes in a saucepan without zapping it with microwaves or additional preservatives and additives in order to make it ‘easy’). If we spend our lives taking short cuts with our food, ultimately we will be cutting time off our lives. Sounds dramatic, but think about it: you are what you eat. Our bodies are designed to consume wholesome, natural food. The human body does not recognise man-made chemicals or adulterated foods; it needs the correct fuel in order to operate efficiently. Gillian McKeith has demonstrated perfectly what a difference a wholesome diet can make to health and weight. You don’t have to take the dramatic steps Gillian was advocating (unless you want to!), but start to choose your food in its purest form and cook it yourself instead of relying on processed and microwave foods.
 
         The wonderful thing about cooking is that it can become addictive. You are creating something that your family and friends will enjoy. Revel in that glow, savour the experience and soon you will be experimenting with your own creations. If you have children, remember to include them – after all, the kitchen really is the heart of the family home.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Tips for a Healthier You

         
 
         You don’t have to become a fitness freak in order to lead a healthy  lifestyle – it is all about moderation and small steps. Think about  the tale of the tortoise and the hare – small, steady and consistent  steps are far better than racing around frantically and wearing  yourself out. Anyone can make a start with these small steps.
 
         
Opt for home-cooked meals
         
 
         Fast food, junk food, processed food – they are all the same thing.  Packed with unhealthy fats, salts, sugars and chemicals, they  contain very few nutrients. They also cost more than home-cooked  meals. So why do they account for approximately  60–70% of the average family food shopping? Most will argue it’s  because of their convenience; hopefully, this book will show you  how to change your processed food habit and opt for easy-to-make,  home-cooked meals.
         
 
         
Respect your food
         
 
         Cooking and processing food can destroy nutrients, so it is  certainly better to buy fresh ingredients and cook meals yourself  at home. However, to gain the most benefit from food, you must  learn to treat it with respect.
 
         Nutrients, particularly vitamins, are lost when you boil  vegetables. Steaming preserves more of the nutrients and the  vegetables will taste better too. As well as buying a steamer, consider  investing in a wok; stir-frying locks in both flavours and nutrients.  Slow cookers are also a great tool, not just for convenience but also  for making nourishing soups, casseroles and one-pot meals. And  don’t forget that food doesn’t always have to be cooked at all; in its  natural, raw state it is packed with vitamins, so include in your diet  salads, smoothies, juices and fresh fruit or vegetable sticks. 
         
 
         
Watch your waistline 
         
 
         The larger your waistline, the more at risk you are from heart disease, diabetes and strokes. Women with a waist size of over 31 inches have an increased health risk, and a greatly increased risk if it is over 35 inches. For men the figures are respectively 37 inches and 40 inches. Measure your waistline and make a note of the results. Start a new eating and exercise plan and measure again in a month. Set yourself goals and reward success – but not with food!
 
         
Keep an eye on portion sizes 
         
 
         When serving food, we tend to load the plate and overeat. Try using a smaller plate and you will soon be cutting down without really noticing. Use the same principle when feeding your children – they often feel intimidated by an overloaded plate. Far better to give them less and enjoy hearing them ask for more, than to watch them struggle with a large meal.
 
         
Lower the fat 
         
 
         Swap the fats. Choose low fat options, such as skimmed milk and, for 80% less saturated fat, replace butter with low fat spreads. Not only will this help you lose weight, it will also help lower cholesterol.
 
         Saturated fats are the worst kind of fats to have in your diet. You will find more saturated fats in meat and dairy products, which is why health experts and nutritionists recommend eating less of these foods. If you do opt for meat, try to buy lean cuts where possible. There are plenty of low fat dairy options available, such as low fat crème fraiche, and low fat soft cheeses, including quark, mozzarella and cottage cheese.
 
         You can include more of the ‘good’ fats in your diet by eating more oily fish, such as mackerel, and cooking with olive oil or omega-3-rich flax oil (though flax oil should never be heated!).
 
         Always read labels as some products claim to be low fat when actually they are higher in fat than other regular brands. Fat levels should ideally be below 3g per 100g. 
         
 
         
Curb the carbs 
         
 
         Many of you may be surprised to discover that carbohydrates are as, if not more, responsible for our weight problems than fats. Refined carbohydrates are the real baddies: white bread, white sugar, white flour and white pasta. So, limit your consumption of these and instead choose wholemeal/wholegrain options. If you are serious about weight loss, I would highly recommend The Harcombe Diet: Stop Counting Calories and Start Losing Weight by Zoe Harcombe. She explains in easy terms why calorie counting may not work for you, and why carbohydrates cause weight gain.
         
 
         
Ditch the sugar 
         
 
         Fluctuating blood sugar levels can lead to health problems such as diabetes and adrenal problems, so it is best to try and keep them stabilised and as normal as possible. To do this, avoid bursts of high sugar intake. Sugar, like salt, is in most of our foods, particularly processed foods. Teach yourself and your family to avoid unnecessary sugar intake, particularly refined sugars. Breakfast cereals are packed with sugar, especially those aimed at children. For instance, Kellogg’s Frosties contain 37g of sugar per 100g and Morrison’s Choco Crackles a whopping 38.4g per 100g. When you compare these amounts to the recommended Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA), of 90g sugar for an adult and 80g for a child, you will begin to see the problem. Choose healthier options such as Shredded Wheat or home-made porridge with fresh fruit. Alternatively, make a delicious fruit smoothie, or opt for a poached egg on wholemeal toast. They will keep you going far longer than a bowl of sugary cereal.
         
 
         Cut down, and then cut out, sugar in tea and coffee. Do it gradually and you won’t notice the difference. If you really can’t manage without a sugar substitute, try to avoid artificial sweeteners as some research has linked them to some nasty health and emotional problems. Instead, opt for a natural sugar substitute such as Xylitol. This has a low GI (Glycaemic Index) and has been shown to reduce gum disease and cavities. It also comes under the name of Perfect Sweet and is available from health food stores and some leading supermarkets.
         
 
         People have reported a reduction in sugar cravings after taking a daily supplement of Chromium as it helps balance blood sugar levels. This is an ideal supplement to take when attempting to diet.
 
         
Cut out the salt 
         
 
         My recipes do not contain salt – I never use it and the only salt I have in the house is for the dishwasher! Before you all shrink back in horror, consider the amount of salt (also known as sodium) that’s present in everyday foods that are part of your diet. The maximum recommended daily allowance for an adult is 6g per day. This is just over 1 teaspoon per day, so remember this when you randomly add salt to your cooking or sprinkle it liberally over your food.
         
 
         Below is a very rough average day in the life of an adult.
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	
Food
                                     
                        	
Salt intake
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Breakfast
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Cornflakes, 30g             
                        	.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Semi-skimmed milk, 200ml             
                        	.11g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Toast, butter and marmalade, 2 slices             
                        	1.4g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Mid-morning snack
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Chocolate muffin             
                        	.3g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Lunch
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Subway 6-inch Meatball Marinara             
                        	4.7g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Cheese and Onion Crisps, 25g packet             
                        	1g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Snickers Bar             
                        	1.3g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Dinner
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Chicken Tikka Masala Meal with Pilau Rice             
                        	4.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Apple pie and custard             
                        	.20g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
TOTAL 
                                     
                        	
12.75g
                                 
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         The total comes to over double the amount of sodium we should have in our diet and that does not include any other snacks or salt added to the food before eating. The figures are much worse for children. The table below gives the maximum recommended daily sodium allowance for children
         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	Children 7 to 12 months             
                        	1g a day         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Children 1 to 3 years             
                        	2g a day         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Children 4 to 6 years             
                        	3g a day         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Children 7 to 10 years             
                        	5g a day         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Children over 11 years             
                        	6g a day         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         If you add up the average child’s daily intake, the results are quite shocking. Below is a typical daily diet for a school age child, but does not include additional snacks or salt added to the food when cooking or serving it.
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	
Food                                     Estimated salt intake
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Breakfast
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Coco Pops cereal, 30g             
                        	.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Semi-skimmed milk, 200ml             
                        	.11g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Mid-morning snack
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Apple             
                        	trace         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Lunch
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Dairylea Lunchable Ham and Cheese Crackers             
                        	1.8g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Cheese and onion crisps, 25g packet             
                        	.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Penguin chocolate bar             
                        	.1g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Muller Crunch Corner Snack, Vanilla and Banana             
                        	.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
After-school snack
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Wotsits Crisps             
                        	.14g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Dinner
                                     
                        	          
                     
         
                                  
                        	Oven chips             
                        	.1g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	2 x Bernard Matthews Turkey Dinosaurs             
                        	.6g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	C&B Sponge Bob Pasta Shapes, 213g             
                        	.8g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Tomato ketchup, 15ml serving             
                        	.5g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Chocolate Arctic Roll Slice             
                        	1g         
                     
         
                                  
                        	
TOTAL 
                                     
                        	
6.65g
                                 
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
          
         If this were the diet of a six-year-old child, they would already be consuming double their recommended maximum salt intake per day, which would seriously affect their health.
 
         Manufacturers defend the high salt levels in their products by saying it is what consumers want. Actually, it is what consumers will eat. Take out the salt and you will realise the meal is pretty tasteless. This is not because salt tastes great, but because it masks the bland taste of junk food (or non-food as a fellow nutritionist says). Manufacturers also use salt to entice people to eat more. Think of crisps – once you start you can’t stop, can you? If you eat fresh, instead of processed, food on a daily basis you will not only lower your sodium intake, you will also start to enjoy the real taste of food.
 
         Always read the labels on packaged food as salt is added to most everyday foods – even biscuits. According to research compiled by Which? magazine, 16 out of 100 breakfast cereals tested contained more salt per portion than a packet of salt and vinegar crisps. Morrison’s Honey Nut Cornflakes contain the same amount of salt per serving as a 50g bag of salted peanuts!
         
 
         Some food labels give the sodium content, some the salt and some state both. The sodium content is 2.5 times less than the equivalent salt content, so if your label states sodium, multiply this by 2.5 to get the right salt level. I have noticed that the higher the salt level in processed foods, the less likely the manufacturer seems to be to use the word salt in the labelling – opting instead for sodium. A cynic might say that this is in order to fool the consumer into believing the food contains less salt than it really does.
 
         If you do have a ‘salt tooth’, you will be surprised how quickly this will go if you stop adding it to your food. Within three to four days you will start to taste the real flavour of food instead of the salty overkill. If you would like to start reducing your salt gradually, opt for something like Solo Low Salt which contains 60% less salt but is packed with other minerals such as magnesium.
 
         
Get moving
         
 
         Dump the remote, hide the car keys and do all you can to keep moving. Not only are you burning calories, you’re also increasing your heart rate, expanding your lungs and moving your muscles. Aim for at least 20 minutes of exercise a day. Try swimming, walking, cycling, or join a dance class. Whatever you choose, make sure you have fun.
         
 
         
Get hydrated 
         
 
         Many people confuse thirst signals for hunger pangs. Drink plenty of plain, still water (not fizzy drinks, tea or coffee) throughout the day. This will help rehydrate you and will also keep hunger and headaches at bay.
 
         
Throw out the frying pan 
         
 
         Grill or oven bake instead of frying your foods. If you love chips, try baking potato wedges coated with paprika and spray them with olive oil for a healthier option. I fill a spray container with light olive oil, ready to spray food or pans, as this works well and reduces the oil content.
 
         
Be creative with colour 
         
 
         You can tell at a glance whether a meal is healthy or not. Healthy food is full of colour and vibrancy; junk food is biscuit coloured. Fill your plate with a variety of colours for a healthy and nutritious meal; for example, you could opt for green cabbage, vibrant orange carrots and yellow sweetcorn. Get creative with your food colour palate.
 
         
Eat regular meals 
         
 
         Eat three nourishing meals a day. It is a complete myth that you will lose weight if you skip meals. All you will do is experience a slump in your blood sugar level, which will lead to a headache and make you feel generally groggy. You will then be more likely to grab the nearest chocolate bar in search of a quick fix. Instead, eat more, but choose your food with care. Pack all your meals with nutritious wholegrains to avoid sugar slumps and cravings. Organisations such as Slimming World and WeightWatchers include foods in their diets that may be eaten freely. These are usually fruits, vegetables and wholegrains, so there is no excuse, even when you are trying to lose weight, to go hungry.
         
 
         
Chew them over carefully 
         
 
         Chewing is the start of the digestive process, so give your body a helping hand; eat slowly and chew each mouthful thoroughly before you swallow.
 
         
Avoid pre-packed sandwiches 
         
 
         According to statistics, we spend a whopping £5.3 billion a year on pre-packed sandwiches. Not only is this costing us money, it is also costing our health. In spring 2009, Which? magazine reviewed many ready-made lunches and the results are quite shocking. A Pret A Manger chicken sandwich contained 23g of fat (5.5g of saturated fat) and 2.1g of salt. Sainsbury’s Taste the Difference chicken sandwich contained 20.9g of fat, of which 4.9g was saturated fat, and 1.9g of salt.
         
 
         It only takes a few minutes every day to make yourself a tasty, nutritious packed lunch. It’s also much cheaper to make your own. Alternatively, try asking your employer if they will give you facilities to make your own food. We had a stockpot in our office. We all put money into a kitty and every morning we would take it in turns to make soup. By lunchtime, the smell of home-made soup was so appetising no one wanted to go to the sandwich bar. 
         
 
         
Give up smoking 
         
 
         This will dramatically improve both your health and your bank balance, as you can see from the following benefits.
 
              
            	Twenty minutes after having your last cigarette, your blood pressure and pulse return to normal.
     
            	Within 24 hours your lungs start to clear out mucus and other smoking debris.
     
            	Within 48 hours, taste and smell are greatly improved.
     
            	Within three to six months, your lung function has increased by 10%.
     
            	Within five years, your risk of heart attack is halved; after 10, it is as if you have never smoked.
     
            	Giving up a 30-a-day habit will save you over £3,000 a year.
 
         
 
         For more help and information. register with 
 www.smokefree.nhs.uk or call 0800 022 4 332
         
 
         
Go green
         
 
         Cut out caffeine and opt for healthier substitutes. You can start by switching to decaffeinated tea and coffee but, for ultimate health, cut down or ditch them altogether. Green tea is packed with powerful antioxidants which can help lower cholesterol, boost your immune system and lower blood pressure.
 
         
Cut the fizz 
         
 
         Fizzy drinks are packed with sugars and chemicals – even diet/sugar-free drinks are bad for you. If you like the fizz, try sparkling water mixed with fruit juice or natural cordial or, even better, a slice of lemon. 
         
 
         
Go for the omega factor 
         
 
         Take fish oil supplements (or flaxseed oil if you are a vegetarian) daily. Rich in omega-3 essential fatty acids (EFA), they help protect against heart disease and joint problems, boost the immune system, aid brain function and speed up healing. Try to buy the best quality you can. I would recommend Nutrigold (www.nutrigold.co.uk) or, for a high street product, opt for Solgar or Viridian ranges. You will pay more for these, but you will gain more from them than the cheaper alternatives. Try also to include plenty of oily fish in your diet, such as mackerel, sardines, salmon and halibut.
 
         
Manage your stress levels 
         
 
         One of the commonest reasons for overeating is emotional stress (the other big reason is boredom!). An unhealthy diet, particularly one heavily reliant on processed foods, can upset your natural balance and can often lead to emotional health problems. Changing to a nutrient-rich diet, while perhaps adding some interim supplementation, should help. Vitamin B and St John’s Wort supplements can help ease stress and depression.
         
 
         
Smile! 
         
 
         The act of smiling or laughing increases production of your feel-good endorphins. Not only will you feel better and more positive, but those around you will also benefit as smiling is contagious.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Cooking Tricks for Health

         
 
         You can eat the food you love but change the way you cook. The simple suggestions in this chapter could help you lose weight, lower cholesterol and improve your family’s overall health. It comes as no real surprise that the main problem areas are with meat and dairy products – either in preparation or actual product. Bear this in mind and try to include more wholefoods, oily fish and fruit and vegetables in your diet. Dispel the myth that your meal should comprise meat and two veg every single day. Not only is meat the least healthy of our foods, it is also the most expensive.
 
         
Healthier ways to fry 
         
 
         
Dry fry 
         
 
         This may sound a bit, well, dry, but honestly it really does work. You can dry fry a number of foods. It’s best to use a non-stick pan for dry frying. Just add the ingredients to a hot pan and cook as normal.
 
         
Use water 
         
 
         I have successfully made roast potatoes, oven-baked chips and stir-fry using water. You need a non-stick pan. Use enough water to come just less than halfway up the potatoes, sprinkle them with paprika and herbs, and cook as normal until the potatoes start to crisp. Turn them over and cook the other half of the potatoes without adding more water – they should all then crisp as normal.
 
         
Mix lemon juice, garlic and ginger 
         
 
         This combination makes delicious stir-fry meals. Simply heat some lemon juice, crushed garlic and ginger in a wok, before adding the stir-fry ingredients. Delicious!
 
         
Opt for olive oil 
         
 
         Olive oil is a monounsaturated fat which is known to help guard against heart disease and cholesterol. Use the best quality you can afford and, when frying, use sparingly – you really don’t need to fry an egg in an inch of oil – a drop or two is enough.
         
 
         
Spray away 
         
 
         Oil sprays are a perfect way to get a small amount of oil onto your food. Supermarkets sell these in their own spray bottles, but it is an expensive way to buy. Instead, pour some olive oil into a disused spray container. Use this spray to coat pans, baking trays or even food with a light spray of oil.
 
         
Alternatives to frying 
         
 
         Baking, grilling, steaming, poaching or boiling are all healthier alternatives to frying. If the food looks dry, you can always coat it with a brush of olive oil or marinate.
 
         
Healthier ways to roast 
         
 
         
Use oil sparingly 
         
 
         It really is true that a little bit of oil goes a long way. If you are roasting meat, let the meat juices enhance the flavour. When roasting vegetables, place a small amount of oil, garlic and herbs in a bowl and toss the vegetables in this before transferring them to the roasting pan.
 
         I am a huge fan of roast potatoes. As the recipes below demonstrate, you don’t have to use gallons of oil to create delicious, crisp roast potatoes.
 
         
            
Delicious Roast Potatoes 
            
 
            
               Large potatoes
 
               Oil of your choice (I use light olive oil)
 
               Semolina
 
               Paprika

            
 
            
               1. Preheat the oven to 200ºC/gas mark 6.
               
 
               2. Peel and cut the potatoes ready to roast.
               
 
               3. Steam or boil the potatoes for 10 minutes.
               
 
               4. While the potatoes are cooking, add oil to roasting tin (no more than 1cm in depth) and place in a very hot oven.
               
 
               5. Drain the potatoes and replace in the saucepan.
               
 
               6. Sprinkle 2–3 teaspoons paprika and 3–4 teaspoons semolina onto the potatoes.
               
 
               7. Put the lid on the pan and shake the potatoes for a few seconds.
               
 
               8. Add the potatoes to the hot roasting oil, being careful not to splash.
               
 
               9. Roast for 1–1½ hours, turning regularly to ensure even, crisp coating. When you turn the potatoes, add more paprika.
               

            

         
 
         
            
Mini Roast Potatoes
            
 
            
               1kg new potatoes, washed but not peeled
 
               1 tablespoon olive oil
 
               1–2 teaspoons mixed herbs (or herbs of your choice)
 
               2 teaspoons paprika
 
               Chillies, garlic or other spices of your choice

            
 
            
               1. Preheat the oven to 200ºC/gas mark 6.
               
 
               2. Place the potatoes in a bowl with the oil and all the other ingredients and mix well to ensure the potatoes are evenly coated with oil and herbs/spices.
               
 
               3. Spread the potatoes on a baking tray and bake in the oven for 30–35 minutes until golden.
               

            

         
 
         
Give food the brush-off
         
 
         Instead of pouring oil over food, brush it on using a pastry brush. This ensures the oil goes where you want it but does not saturate the food. Alternatively, use your home-made olive oil spray bottle.
 
         
Rack and go
         
 
         Roast your joint on a rack to enable the fat to drain from the meat.
 
         
Choose leaner cuts of meat
         
 
         The following guidelines will help you make healthier choices.
 
              
            	Opt for the leanest pieces.
     
            	Ask your butcher to help you find the best cuts to suit your budget and health. 
            
     
            	Choose low fat meats such as turkey and chicken.
     
            	Trim off excess fat before cooking.
     
            	Even if you are cooking with lean mince, drain off the fat before adding other ingredients.
     
            	Try to eat fish at least twice a week. Oily fish has great health benefits, so try to include some in your diet.
 
         
 
         
Lighten up 
         
 
         
Butters and spreads 
         
 
         Butter and margarine are used a lot in cooking. There are some recipes where only pure butter will do, but increasing numbers of low fat and light spreads are filling our supermarket shelves, so experiment with some of these. Clover, Country Life and Anchor all have lighter buttery spreads in their ranges. Benecol and Flora also both make spreads with a buttery taste. However, some of the purest and lightest of low fat spreads may not react in the same way as butter when cooking or baking.
 
         
Milk 
         
 
         Skimmed and semi-skimmed milk can be used in most recipes. If you want to go dairy free, choose something like soya milk, oat milk or rice milk. I use soya milk all the time and only have a problem with hot drinks, particularly coffee, as it can curdle.
 
         
Cheese 
         
 
         You can buy cheese that is half fat or promoted as lighter than regular. I haven’t noticed much difference in taste, so why not give these a go? I buy mature cheese, particularly for cooking, as you need less of it to achieve a good flavour.
 
         Marigold Nutritional Yeast Flakes, available from health food stores, are packed with nutrients, including B vitamins. I sprinkle a handful of flakes into my cheese sauce as it gives a nice cheesy flavour and means I can use less cheese. You can mix flakes with tofu to make a vegan cheesy scrambled egg, or mix tofu, onion, flakes and some cheese to make a great cheese and onion tart. 
         
 
         
Yoghurt 
         
 
         Yoghurt is delicious and such a versatile ingredient to have in the kitchen. I buy large pots of supermarket own brand natural yoghurt for less than 50p. My sons love a bowlful of chopped banana, natural yoghurt, a drizzle of honey and covering of granola – an excellent start to the day that beats nasty, sugar-laden breakfast cereals. Buy low fat natural yoghurt, crème fraiche and fromage frais – you won’t taste any difference but your waistline and your heart will appreciate it.
 
         I use Greek yoghurt in food – Total 0% Fat Greek Yoghurt is really good in hot food. It keeps its creamy texture and does not curdle like some thinner yoghurt. I also use quark, which is a virtually fat free soft cheese. It doesn’t taste particularly good on its own, but if you mix it with some creamy yoghurt or fruit, it is actually quite nice. It is also great to cook with.
 
         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Being a Savvy Shopper

         
 
         Whether you are aiming to save money, or to live a healthy lifestyle,  or both, you will first need to learn to be a savvy shopper. Most  people walk around supermarkets in a trance, picking up items  from habit rather than need or desire. Break that mould! Be proud  of your desire to save and be healthy. Revel in the challenge and  enjoy hunting for those great bargains.
 
         
Be prepared
         
 
         Always, always make a list before shopping. This will help keep you  focused so that you’re less likely to buy unwanted or doubled-up  items. I cannot emphasise this enough. You can save pounds every  week by being organised and following your list. If you only take one  thing from this book, please let it be the list making! If all that seems  like hard work, you can shop online. The beauty of this is that those  magic gremlins actually store your information every time you shop,  so when you place your next order, you will be able to check off all  your favourite purchases – you will have an automatic list!
         
 
         
Beware of BOGOF/B2GOF/deals
         
 
         These may seem like a good deal, but only if you were intending to  buy the product in the first place. Sadly, most of these amazing  offers are for the unhealthiest foods, so proceed with caution.  Before you buy, remember to compare the price. You may find you  are paying more than double when compared to other brands.  Don’t be fooled into thinking that the manufacturers or supermarkets  are offering a free item out of the goodness of their hearts. This  is purely a marketing tool to lure us into buying products we might  not normally buy, or to help launch a new range. So, follow the  golden rule: only buy if it saves you money, is something you need,  and something you will use. 
         
 
         
Be guided by your head, not your stomach 
         
 
         Never go shopping when you are hungry. It is a sure-fire way to spend more money. You will get to the checkout and discover your trolley is heaving with crisps, chocolate and biscuits. Have you ever wondered why the supermarkets have started baking bread on the premises? Not to give us the freshest bread (most is just reheated anyway), but simply to create that mouth-watering smell to tempt us into buying.
         
 
         
Experiment with organic 
         
 
         Organic food is not much more expensive if you shop wisely. I buy from local sources such as farmers’ markets and an organic delivery company. I am also a member of an organic wholefood co-op. Growing your own produce means you can be sure organic principles have been followed – and don’t be afraid to barter and swap produce with friends and neighbours. Above all, it is better to opt for fresh fruit and vegetables rather than processed food – organic or not. So do the best you can and be a savvy thinker.
 
         
Shift to lower range products 
         
 
         Downshifting does not necessarily mean jumping from a premium brand straight to a no frills product; look at the middle-of-the-range goods on the shelf. I have noticed no difference in quality for a number of value items, such as dried pasta, flour, butter and even some biscuits.
         
 
         If you are concerned about your health, read the labels. Some lower range products are actually healthier options than premium brands. Sainsbury’s offer some great fruit and vegetables in their Basics range.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Store Cupboard Know-How

         
 
         The vast majority of us are unaware of what we have in our store cupboards, fridges and freezers. So how can we possibly budget for food when we are not sure what we already have? You can save money and time if you keep a well-stocked store cupboard and replace things as you use them. Keep a list.
 
         Just as in Ready, Steady, Cook, with a few key ingredients you can put together a great meal. Here is a list of foods I always have in my kitchen – just to give you some ideas.
         
 
         
Fruit and vegetables 
         
 
         Onions – I buy red and brown onions as they give different flavours (red onions are nutritionally superior to brown onions).
         
 
         Garlic – I am not very good at remembering to use fresh garlic, so I confess to buying cheat ready-crushed garlic as a standby.
         
 
         Potatoes – I keep large and new potatoes and I store them in potato sacks from Lakeland as they keep better.
         
 
         Peppers – I always have a selection of red, yellow and green peppers in my fridge.
         
 
         Carrots – I buy organic carrots or from our farmers’ market as the taste is superior.
         
 
         Ginger – I am a big fan of fresh ginger – it can really lift a meal. I buy it fresh and if I have any left over, I slice it into thin slices and place it in a jar, topped up with white wine vinegar. It is always on hand for recipes. You can also store ginger in the freezer.
         
 
         
Herbs and spices 
         
 
         You don’t have to go mad and buy the entire shelf of herbs and spices. I use the following a lot in cooking so I make sure they are always in my store cupboard. I buy from a local warehouse or my co-operative as they sell 500g bags for less than I would pay for one small pot in the supermarket.
         
 
         Herbs are unbeatable when used fresh. If you have a windowsill or garden, you can grow your own herbs. Don’t buy fresh from the supermarket as you may be paying a premium. If you can’t grow your own, or it is the wrong time of year, try frozen (see the following chapter, ‘Make the Most of Your Freezer’).
 
         
             

         
 
         Paprika – this rich red spice has a very delicate flavour. I use it on my roast potatoes and also in soups and casseroles – even sprinkled on cheese on toast.
         
 
         Garam masala – this is a blend of herbs and spices traditionally used in Indian cookery.
         
 
         Sweet curry powder – this is a mild curry flavour which is perfect for a child’s dahl or a quick and easy curry sauce to have with your potato wedges.
         
 
         Curry paste – this can add an instant zing to a meal.
         
 
         Chilli powder or freeze-dried chillies – great to add a bit of spice to your dishes. Try mixing some chilli powder with grated cheese before toasting – delicious! I grow my own chilli plants in the summer. Any leftover chillies I bottle in oil or freeze whole until I need them.
         
 
         Ground cinnamon – lovely in biscuits, apple cakes or apple pies. I use cinnamon powder as it is less expensive than the sticks and less hassle.
         
 
         Ground coriander – this is lovely in savoury dishes, but I also use it in cakes as it has a surprising flavour.
         
 
         Ground ginger – don’t mistake this for fresh ginger as the tastes are quite different. Ground ginger is good in savoury dishes and excellent for baking.
         
 
         Nutmeg – I have a few whole nutmegs in a jar and use a fine grater to add a bit of nutmeg magic to my food. Great in baking, but also very comforting sprinkled on milky drinks and puddings.
         
 
         Mixed spice – optional but good if you love baking.
         
 
         Turmeric – some call this the poor man’s saffron, but nutritionally it is a very good product. Add to savoury dishes or use to colour rice that lovely vibrant yellow.
         
 
         Mixed herbs – this is a good safe option for newbie cooks. Add to savoury dishes, salad dressing and even sprinkle on pizzas if you don’t have any oregano. 
         
 
         Dried bay leaves – don’t underestimate a bay leaf – they can really lift a savoury dish, particularly soups.
         
 
         
Store cupboard basics 
         
 
         Baked beans – a great standby and good for you.
         
 
         Rice – I buy my rice in bulk and store it in a large metal container. We eat rice at least three times a week. I also buy pudding rice to make creamy rice puddings – a lovely comfort food.
         
 
         Pasta – you can always make a meal with pasta. Again, I buy in bulk as it is much cheaper and ensures I always have plenty to hand. I stock spaghetti, penne pasta and macaroni and I also love wheat-free spelt, vegetable, rice and corn pasta.
         
 
         Flour, plain and self-raising – you can buy white flour for less than 30p a bag (own brands), and wholemeal for less than £1 a bag. Perfect for baking, making pastry and sauces. I also buy multigrain flour as this makes a wonderful savoury pastry. Wholemeal flour is available as both self-raising and plain. It gives cakes a slightly heavier texture, but is so much better for your health. Try combining white and wholemeal flour to help ease you into the new flavour and texture.
         
 
         Sugar – I always buy unrefined brown or golden sugar and, again, I buy in bulk to save money. Xylitol (also known as Perfect Sweet) is a healthy sugar alternative (not to be confused with unhealthy artificial sweeteners). It is more expensive than ordinary sugar so don’t waste it!
         
 
         Tomato Purée – you can buy tubes or tins of tomato purée for less than 30p. Tubes tend to be less wasteful (I normally find a half-empty tin growing mould in the back of my fridge!). I also like the flavour of sun-dried tomato paste.
         
 
         Tinned tomatoes – not as tasty as fresh tomatoes, but a fraction of the price and a good standby for all sorts of dishes. Sun-dried tomatoes are also useful to have on standby – adding a few pieces to a tomato soup really enhances the flavour. If I have a load of ripe tomatoes that need using up, I bake them (see the recipe for Slow-Baked Tomatoes in the chapter, ‘Ooh, Saucy!’) and store them in a jar covered in light olive oil until they are needed.
         
 
         Red lentils – a real must-have. If you are new to pulses, these are perfect as they don’t need to be soaked. I use them in soups, casseroles and even rice dishes. They also make a great dahl. They are cheap and an excellent source of nutrients – what could be better!
         
 
         Soup mix – you can buy dried pulse mixes known as soup mix. They normally contain a variety of pulses such as lentils, split peas and aduki beans, plus pearl barley and barley flakes. You simply add the mix to your soup or casserole – no need to soak. You can buy 500g mixes for as little as 60p. With the price of meat rising, this is the perfect way to make that meal stretch a little bit further, and add essential nutrients at the same time.
         
 
         Oats – porridge oats are very versatile, cheap to buy and full of goodness. Use them in home-made burgers, topping for crumbles, flapjacks and biscuits, and of course in wholesome porridge or muesli for breakfast.
         
 
         Long-life or fresh (frozen) milk – you can freeze fresh milk or buy long-life for emergencies. I use soya milk which has a long shelf life until opened.
         
 
         Olive oil – buy the best quality you can afford. You only need small amounts when cooking, so a little goes a long way. I place oil in a spray container for spraying potato wedges, pans and baking trays.
         
 
         Stock cubes – I never use stock cubes, so this really is not part of my essential list, but I know many people do. However, a word of warning – they are full of salt so try to use sparingly. If you do use them, don’t add more salt to the dish. I have included recipes for making your own stock – this is a good way of using up a wide variety of foods you may have lurking in your fridge. (See the chapter, ‘Ooh, Saucy!’).
         
 
         Dried fruit – mixed dried fruit is essential if you love baking cakes or biscuits. I also add a sprinkle to apple pies. You can even add a handful of sultanas to your sweet curry sauce.
         
 
         Chocolate, cocoa and chocolate chips – having children, and a sweet tooth myself, I always make sure I have the ingredients to make cakes, biscuits and desserts. I only buy plain chocolate. I also buy as a special treat (and it lasts for ages) Willie Harcourt-Cooze’s Pure Cacao (£5.99 from Waitrose, or visit www.williescacao.com) as it’s great in savoury and sweet recipes. It is actually a very healthy product. Chocolate and healthy – my type of food!
         
 
         Balsamic vinegar, lemon juice and soy sauce – I could not do without these three gems.
         
 
         White and Red wine and wine vinegar – wine enhances certain  dishes, so I always have cooking wine on hand.
         
 
         
Optional extras
         
 
         Ready-made pasta or curry sauces (bought on offer!) – these are  handy if you want a quick and easy meal. Better still, why not  make your own and store or freeze until needed?
         
 
          Bread flour and dried yeast – there’s very little to beat the smell  and taste of fresh bread. Bread makers are great and you can make  a fresh loaf for less than 50p. Alternatively, you can bulk buy your  favourite bread and store it in the freezer. Not only will you have  bread when you need it, but you will also improve the efficiency  of your freezer as they use less energy when full.
         
 
         Tinned tuna – a good standby for creating some quick and easy  dishes.
         
 
         Passata (sieved tomatoes) – you can buy these in cartons now for  less than 50p. Use instead of tinned tomatoes in soups, casseroles,  or even for making your own pasta sauces.
         
 
         
Foods to store in the fridge
         
 
         Cheese – I buy mature Cheddar, especially for cooking, as you  need to use less. I also use mozzarella, goat’s cheese, ricotta and  Parmesan regularly.
         
 
         Eggs – you can always make a meal with an egg! Great for  cooking, baking and snacks.
         
 
         Milk – you can also store milk in the freezer or opt for long-life  milk in your store cupboard for emergencies.
         
 
         Butter or margarine – an essential for cooking and baking.
         
 
         Natural yoghurt – you can buy 500g pots for less than 50p. Use  instead of cream or add to fruit to make delicious smoothies. I  also buy Greek yoghurt (my favourite is 0% Total Greek Yoghurt  as it can be used in cooking and as a dessert topping).
         
 
         Low fat crème fraiche – as with yoghurt, use in cooking or instead  of cream with your favourite dessert. 
         
 
         Quark – this is a very low fat soft cheese. It tastes quite bitter by itself, but you can use it in cooking or mix it with some Greek yoghurt and fresh fruit and you have a yummy dessert.
         
 
         
Foods to store in the freezer 
         
 
         Peas and other vegetables – useful as a standby but remember that fresh is better than frozen, so try to include some fresh for your five a day!
         
 
         Puff pastry – this is a real cheat ingredient but if you buy supermarket own brands at approximately 90p a block, it is worth some corner cutting. For quick and easy meals, I use puff pastry to make delicious sweet or savoury tarts in minutes.
         
 
         Mince – whether this is beef, lamb, turkey or even veggie mince, it is a versatile ingredient to have at your fingertips. Quorn mince is delicious and lower fat than meat, so even if you are not veggie, why not give it a try? Mince is ideal for bolognese, lasagne, shepherd’s pie and home-made burgers.
         
 
         Bread and bread rolls – as stated above, keeping bread or bread rolls in your freezer is not only convenient, it also helps your freezer run more efficiently.
         
 
         Chicken – you can do so much with chicken. Chefs believe that the meat from thighs gives more flavour. I would advise fresh is best but, for standby, if you like chicken, it may be worth including some frozen for backup.
         
 
         Sausages – there are times when all you fancy is deliciously comforting bangers and mash, or maybe you feel like having a cooked breakfast one Sunday morning.
         
 
         Frozen herbs – as mentioned above, these have a superior taste to dried herbs, so, if you can’t grow your own, this is a good alternative.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I always make sure that I keep these items topped up. From the above list I could, in an emergency, make several meals. 
         
 
         
Storing fresh produce 
         
 
         Now you have your store cupboard sorted, you need to work out how to get the best out of your food. Think about where you are storing your fresh fruit and vegetables. Traditionally, homes would have a cool pantry or larder, which kept things fresh. Apples would be stored to last the whole winter, yet we struggle to get them to last a week. Supermarkets may have had the produce for weeks before it reaches you, thereby shortening its life, so it is always best to buy from your local farmers’ market, pannier market or greengrocer.
 
         
Bananas
         
 
         If you want them to last, buy green. Never store bananas in the fridge, but do try to keep them in a cool place, and not touching other fruit, as they omit a gas that speeds up the ripening process. Lakeland sells a handy banana storage bag at £4.98. Amazingly, the fruit will stay just as it should for around a fortnight – twice its normal lifespan. You can also freeze bananas. I freeze bananas that are starting to brown (knowing my boys won’t touch them!). I keep them in the skin – they are ideal to use in smoothies, cakes or baked banana puddings.
 
         
Mushrooms
         
 
         Although most supermarkets sell mushrooms in those horrible plastic containers, they should be placed in paper bags and stored in the fridge. Plastic bags produce moisture and the mushrooms will start to decay and rot very quickly. As with bananas you can buy bags for mushrooms which do work well. They are worth the investment if you regularly buy and store mushrooms.
 
         
Root vegetables 
         
 
         Keep these in a dry, cool, dark place. If you do not have an area suitable, store in your fridge, but not in the plastic packaging. Placing an old tea towel on the fridge shelf will avoid moisture. Potatoes love dark, cool places. Never leave them in plastic, though paper bags are fine. 
         
 
         
Salad produce 
         
 
         Bagged salads are very expensive as well as damaging to the environment. Out of season, buy lettuce whole (iceberg seems to be the longest lasting). Store all salad items in your fridge, out of plastic and away from moisture. Again, you can use the tea towel trick. Why not grow your own lettuce or tomatoes? Lettuce can be grown in window boxes or grow your own tomatoes in growbags on your patio. Cucumbers and tomatoes should be firm. If you like tomatoes with lots of flavour, place them in a bowl at room temperature. They will only last three to four days but will be very tasty.
 
         
Fruit
         
 
         Store all fruit and vegetables in a cool, dry place. This sounds obvious, but I have walked into houses with fruit bowls next to radiators, or in front of windows. If in doubt, store in the fridge.
 
         
Strawberries
         
 
         These never taste the same out of season. Don’t buy punnets that contain mouldy fruit, as these will speed up the ripening process of the other fruits. Store strawberries in the fridge until you are ready to eat them, but remember to take them out at least an hour before serving, as this improves the flavour.
 
         
Cheese
         
 
         According to experts, cheese should be stored wrapped in waxed paper and not in plastic bags or packaging. 
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